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(57) ABSTRACT 

For an integrated circuit having multiple metal layers, a 
computer-aided design (CAD) method for designing 
grounded fill in the integrated circuit includes: (a) finding 
the eligible fill areas for each metal layer; (b) storing the 
eligible fill area data for each metal layer in an overflow 
memory; (c) finding ground contact areas for each metal 
layer; (d) Storing the ground contact area data for each metal 
layer in an overflow memory; (e) temporarily storing the 
eligible fill area data for a Selected metal layer and the 
ground contact area data for the metal layerS adjacent to the 
Selected metal layer in active memory, (f) fitting a fill pattern 
to an eligible fill area in the Selected metal layer, where the 
fill pattern is composed of at least one element, (g) checking 
the adjacent metal layerS for a ground contact where the 
element of the fill pattern may be grounded; (h) locating a 
conductive via between the element of the fill pattern and a 
ground contact in an adjacent layer; and (i) repeating steps 
(e) through (h) for each metal layer. 
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COMPUTER ADED DESIGN FLOW TO 
LOCATE GROUNDED FILL IN A LARGE 

SCALE INTEGRATED CIRCUIT 

This application is related to the U.S. patent application 
Ser. No. 09/578,919 filed on May 25, 2000 and entitled 
GROUNDED FILL IN A LARGESCALE INTEGRATED 
CIRCUIT with named inventors Pankaj Dixit, Timothy 
Horel, Mu-Jing Li and Ward Vercruysse and assigned to Sun 
MicroSystems, Inc. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to the design of integrated 
circuits. More particularly, the present invention relates to 
designing grounded fill elements in a large Scale integrated 
circuit using computer aided design (CAD). 

2. Background 
Large Scale central processing unit (CPU) integrated 

circuit computer chips increasingly contain more transistors 
and more metal layers. At the same time, the feature size of 
wires and other chip components is getting Smaller as the 
enabling technologies improve. Because of increased chip 
complexity, chip designers and manufacturers are encoun 
tering challenges that they did not have to address in the 
design and manufacture of less complex chips. 

FIG. 1 is a cross-section diagram showing an integrated 
circuit chip having Seven metal layers in accordance with the 
prior art (not to scale). The chip includes a wafer (10). A 
dielectric layer (12) is formed on the wafer. The first metal 
layer, or metal 1 (14) is deposited next. Metal 2 (18), metal 
3 (20), metal 4 (22), metal 5 (24), metal 6 (26) and metal 7 
(28) are successively deposited. Dielectric layers (16,30,32, 
34, 36,38, 40) separate the metals. The chips are grown from 
the wafer on up. Therefore, for example, it can be Said that 
metal 4 (22) is the upper adjacent layer to metal 3 (20) and 
that metal 2 (18) is the lower adjacent layer to metal 3 (20). 
Each metal layer contains etched wires including conductors 
(at V) and ground wires (at V.). Generally, the metal 
layers are thicker at the top of the chip. 

Integrated circuit chips require multilayer interconnects to 
connect various transistors to complete a circuit. In the metal 
layers of an IC chip, there are Some areas with high 
interconnect density and others with low density. Due to this 
variation in density, excessively polishing may result in low 
density areas during the chemical mechanical polishing 
(CMP) process. In order to avoid this issue, dummy metal is 
inserted in the design to make the interconnect density in a 
layer uniform. 
When dummy metal is included in a chip design without 

further consideration, it will be electrically floating and will 
capacitively couple with the Signal lines above and below. It 
would therefore be desirable to connect dummy metal to 
ground, thereby avoiding unwanted noise in the chip. 

Computer Aided Design (CAD) is used extensively in the 
design of computer chips. Many CAD tools are commer 
cially available. However, commercially available CAD 
tools Suffer from limitations of memory and processing 
Speed, So that optimal design of grounded fills in a chip is not 
possible by merely using off-the-shelf CAD tools. 

It is therefore desirable to improve on existing CAD tools 
to allow for better design of grounded fills within a large 
Scale integrated circuit chip. Such improved CAD tools and 
Systems result in integrated circuits not achievable using 
previous technologies. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

For an integrated circuit having multiple metal layers, a 
computer-aided design (CAD) method for designing 
grounded fill in the integrated circuit includes: (a) finding 
the eligible fill areas for each metal layer; (b) storing the 
eligible fill area data for each metal layer in an overflow 
memory; (c) finding ground contact areas for each metal 
layer; (d) Storing the ground contact area data for each metal 
layer in an overflow memory; (e) temporarily storing the 
eligible fill area data for a Selected metal layer and the 
ground contact area data for the metal layerS adjacent to the 
Selected metal layer in active memory, (f) fitting a fill pattern 
to an eligible fill area in the Selected metal layer, where the 
fill pattern is composed of at least one element, (g) checking 
the adjacent metal layerS for a ground contact where the 
element of the fill pattern may be grounded; (h) locating a 
conductive via between the element of the fill pattern and a 
ground contact in an adjacent layer; and (i) repeating steps 
(e) through (h) for each metal layer. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a cross-section diagram showing an integrated 
circuit chip having Seven metal layers in accordance with the 
prior art. 

FIG. 2A is a cross-section diagram of a chip showing 
three metal layers in accordance with an embodiment of the 
present invention. 

FIG. 2B is an expanded perspective diagram of a chip 
showing the same three metal layers shown in FIG. 2A. 

FIG. 2C is a diagram of a portion of a metal layer showing 
fill elements connected to ground areas in the same metal 
layer in accordance with an embodiment of the present 
invention. 

FIG. 3 is a process flow diagram showing the Steps of 
incorporating grounded fill elements into the design of an 
integrated circuit chip having multiple metal layers in accor 
dance with an embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 4 is a diagram of a metal layer showing two eligible 
fill areas in accordance with the present invention. 

FIG. 5 is a diagram of an exemplary initial fill pattern in 
accordance with the present invention. 

FIG. 6 is a diagram fitted fill pattern, illustrating the 
results of fitting the initial fill pattern to the eligible fill areas 
on a metal layer in accordance with an embodiment of the 
present invention. 

FIG. 7 is a diagram of a final fill pattern, illustrating the 
results of checking and editing the fill pattern in accordance 
with an embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 8 is a diagram Showing a via connecting two fill 
elements located in adjacent metal layers in accordance with 
an embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 9 is a perspective diagram showing various permu 
tations of connecting grounded fill elements within three 
metal layers of a chip in accordance with an embodiment of 
the present invention. 

FIG. 10 is a diagram showing preferred dimensions 
relating to fill elements according to a embodiment of the 
present invention. 

FIG. 11 is a block diagram showing the functional com 
ponents of a CAD System for locating a fill element in a 
Selected metal layer of an integrated circuit having multiple 
metal layers, and for locating a via connecting Said fill 
element to a ground contact in an adjacent metal layer 
according to a presently preferred embodiment of the inven 
tion. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF A PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT 

Those of ordinary skill in the art will realize that the 
following description of the present invention is illustrative 
only and not in any way limiting. Other embodiments of the 
invention will readily Suggest themselves to Such skilled 
perSons having the benefit of this disclosure. 
One object of the invention is to enable the design and 

fabrication of chips having grounded fill elements within 
metal layers. These grounded fill elements, Sometimes 
referred to as dummy metal, fill metal, or fill material, are 
designed into the chip So that they are formed along with the 
circuitry of the metal layers. Such fill material is not 
immediately essential to the circuitry of the chip. It is 
convenient to provide the fill elements from the same 
material that is provided for the circuitry in the metal layer. 
The fill elements serve two main purposes. First, they allow 
higher chip yields after polishing of the metal layers. 
Second, when the fill elements are properly designed and 
grounded, they reduce cross-talk or noise between conduct 
ing wires in the chip. 
A CAD program has been developed to connect fill 

elements with ground areas in a metal layer above and/or 
below using Vias. If no connections are available in adjacent 
metal layers, then a fill element may be connected to a 
ground area in the same layer using a strap. 
A chip having a grounded fill element is illustrated in 

FIGS. 2A and 2B. FIG. 2A is a cross-section diagram of a 
chip showing three metal layers in accordance with an 
embodiment of the present invention. FIG. 2B is an 
expanded perspective diagram of a chip showing the same 
three metal layers shown in FIG. 2A. A metal layer (50) has 
an upper adjacent metal layer (52) and a lower adjacent 
metal layer (54). The metal layers are separated by dielectric 
layers (56.58). The dielectric layers are not shown in FIG. 
2B. 

In metal layer (50) are a pair of conductors (60 and 62). 
Disposed between the conductors within the metal layer is a 
fill element (64). The fill element is connected to a ground 
contact (68) in the lower adjacent metal layer (54) by a via 
(66). The via passes through dielectric layer (58). It will be 
appreciated that the fill element could also be grounded to a 
contact in the upper adjacent metal (52). The ground contact 
may be a ground wire or a grounded fill element. 
FIG.2C is a top view diagram of a portion of a metal layer 

showing fill elements connected to ground areas in a metal 
layer in accordance with an embodiment of the present 
invention. In the portion shown, there are two conductors 
250, 252. Between the conductors are fill elements 254, 256, 
258, 260, 262. Fill element 254 is connected to fill element 
256 by strap 264. Fill element 256 is, in turn, connected to 
a ground area in an adjacent metal layer (not shown) by via 
266. Fill element 260 is connected to fill element 258 by 
strap 268. Fill element 258 is, in turn, connected to a ground 
area in an adjacent metal layer (not shown) by via 270. 
Additionally, fill element 262 is connected to fill element 
260 by strap 272. 

FIG. 3 is a process flow diagram showing the Steps of 
incorporating grounded fill elements into the design of an 
integrated circuit chip having multiple metal layers in accor 
dance with an embodiment of the present invention. The 
process generally requires a computer when designing large 
Scale chips. Further, the proceSS may utilize commercially 
available CAD tools to expedite certain Steps. 

Since available CAD tools and computers have finite 
capabilities in terms of available active memory and pro 
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4 
cessing Speed, optimized use of resources is a major con 
sideration. It is the complexity of large-scale integrated 
circuit chips which pushes the limitations of available tools. 
Complex chip designs typically include multiple metal 
layers, tens of millions of wired transistors, and require the 
locating of tens of thousands of grounded fill elements. 
Without the advantages of the present invention, the require 
ments of the design of grounded fill elements would quickly 
overwhelm existing Systems. 
The first steps involve identifying the eligible fill areas for 

each metal layer in which grounded fill elements are to be 
incorporated (80) and identifying ground areas in each metal 
layer (81). These steps may be accomplished by using a 
commercially available CAD tool, Such as Dracula, avail 
able from Cadence, Inc. of San Jose, Calif. or Calibre, 
available from Mentor Graphics, Inc. of Wilsonville, Oreg. 
Each metal layer is processed in turn. Each data Set, com 
prising either the fill areas for a metal layer or the ground 
areas for a metal layer, may be referred to as a cell. To 
conserve available memory, cells representing the eligible 
fill areas and ground areas for each metal layer are Stored 
onto discs 82. Memory discs may be referred to as overflow 
memory. Overflow memory may also include other kinds of 
Storage media containing data, which is not accessible to 
operating software without first loading the data into RAM 
or other active memory. The first StepS are complete when 
the eligible fill areas and ground areas for all metal areas 
have been identified and stored as cells in overflow memory. 
Once all the eligible fill areas have been identified, the 

metal layers are processed in turn. A metal layer is Selected 
for processing (84). A cell representing the eligible fill areas 
for the selected layer is copied from the overflow memory to 
the active memory (86). A cellor cells representing available 
ground contacts in the adjacent layer or layerS is also copied 
to active memory (86). 
Once the needed data is in active memory, a fill pattern is 

created for the selected metal layer (88). The fill pattern is 
composed of a number of fill elements. For example, the fill 
pattern may comprise a plurality parallel Stripes oriented in 
the same direction as most of the wires of the metal layer. 
The fill Stripes are intentionally not aligned to make cover 
age better and to ensure that any capacitive effects from 
perpendicular wires in adjacent metal layers are uniform. 
Preferably, when Stripes are used, the fill patterns on adja 
cent metals are oriented at right angles. Though parallel 
Stripes are preferred, other shapes of fill elements may be 
used without departing from the invention. 

Creating the final fill pattern involves Several StepS. First, 
an initial fill pattern is created (90). The initial fill pattern is 
a computer-generated template that is usually applied to the 
entire metal layer, though areas of the metal layer may 
Specifically excluded from coverage. Next, the initial fill 
pattern is fitted to the eligible fill areas and the portions of 
the initial fill pattern that fall outside the eligible areas are 
deleted (92). Then the fitted fill pattern is checked and edited 
(94). Such editing may comprise deleting fill elements that 
violate design rules. Commercially available CAD tools 
are-available to assist in creating the fill patterns. One Such 
tool is Diva, available from Cadence, Inc. of San Jose, Calif. 

It should be noted that the phrase “fill pattern” is used in 
several contexts throughout this disclosure. An “initial fill 
pattern' is a template created to apply to a Selected metal 
layer. The initial fill pattern may cover virtually the entire 
metal layer. The initial fill pattern will be composed of a 
plurality of elements, preferably a plurality of parallel 
Stripes. The initial fill pattern may have an orientation, e.g., 
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the Stripes will typically parallel the wires of the metal layer. 
The elements within the initial fill pattern will typically 
follow a Specification. For example, a fill pattern with 
elements comprising parallel Stripes may have Specified 
distances between Stripes, widths of Stripes, and lengths of 
stripes. A “fitted fill pattern” is the result of applying the 
initial fill pattern to an eligible fill area or a plurality of 
eligible fill areas. The fitted fill pattern omits portions of the 
initial fill pattern outside the eligible fill area or areas. A 
“final fill pattern” or simply “fill pattern” is the result of 
excluding elements (or portions of elements) of the fitted fill 
pattern that violates metal fill rules specified by the chip 
designers. For example, elements of the fitted fill pattern 
which cannot be grounded may be omitted from the final fill 
pattern. 

During creation of the final fill pattern, adjacent metals are 
checked for croSS areas where the fill elements may be 
connected to ground (96). This process may be performed 
for every fill element in the fill pattern. Since upper metal 
layers are typically dimensioned larger than lower metal 
layers, the upper adjacent layer is preferably checked first. 
For a given fill element, the upper adjacent layer is checked 
for ground wires (98). If necessary, the lower adjacent layer 
is then checked for ground wires (100). The next preference 
is to check the upper adjacent layer for grounded fill 
elements (102). Next is to check the lower adjacent layer for 
grounded fill elements (104). Also, the same metal layer may 
be checked for areas to locate a grounding Strap (106). 

If no ground contact is available for a fill element, that 
information is Stored. If a ground contact is available, a via 
or Strap is located between the most preferable ground 
contact and the fill element (106). Again, this process must 
be performed for each individual fill element. In locating a 
Via or Strap, the designer has discretion to Select the type of 
via (e.g., number of contacts) and the location of the via or 
strap within the cross area (108). 

Once all the Vias and Straps have been located, the design 
for the metal layer includes the fill elements and the via and 
Strap locations. This data for the Selected metal layer is 
stored into the overflow memory, along with the data for the 
adjacent metal layers (110). Thus, active memory is then 
available for processing the next Selected metal layer and 
steps 84-100 are repeated. 

In the Special cases of the lowest and topmost metal 
layers, each has only one adjacent metal layer. It will be 
appreciated that the above Scheme will be easily applied to 
these Special cases by Slightly varying the Scheme. 

The described process and the results of the process are 
further illustrated in the following figures. FIG. 4 is a 
diagram. of a metal layer showing two eligible fill areas in 
accordance with the present invention. FIG. 5 is a diagram 
of an exemplary initial fill pattern in accordance with the 
present invention. FIG. 6 is a diagram fitted fill pattern, 
illustrating the results of fitting the initial fill pattern to the 
eligible fill areas on a metal layer in accordance with an 
embodiment of the present invention. FIG. 7 is a diagram of 
a final fill pattern, illustrating the results of checking and 
editing the fill pattern in accordance with an embodiment of 
the present invention. 

In FIGS. 4–7, the term metal layer (e.g., metal layer 120) 
is used to indicate a layout area which contains wires as well 
as potential fill areas. 

Referring now to FIG. 4, a metal layer 120 is shown. The 
metal layer is comprised of deposited conductive material 
which is Subsequently etched using processes well known in 
the art. After etching, much of the metal layer area is 
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6 
comprised of closely spaced wires. This area is shown at 
126. There are two eligible fill areas (122 and 124) in the 
metal layer 120. The eligible fill areas are areas of a defined 
minimum size not containing a wire. This diagram does not 
show the correct Scale or proportions. In practice, a metal 
layer typically has a number of relatively small eligible fill 
areas in a metal layer while most of the metal layer contains 
closely spaced wires. 

During chip design, the wires are laid out in each metal 
layer. Once the wires have been laid out, the eligible fill 
areas in the metal layerS may be determined. In a presently 
preferred embodiment, the metal areas are defined as areas 
of at least 2500 square microns not having a wire. However, 
dimensions may vary depending upon the technology used. 
The location of fill elements within the eligible fill areas 

must be planned. In accordance with one aspect of the 
invention, a fill pattern is created for the metal layer. Until 
physical production of the chip, the fill pattern is a design 
Stored in computer memory or on tape. FIG. 5 is a diagram 
of an exemplary initial fill pattern created by a computer. 
The initial fill pattern is created for metal layer 120. The 
initial fill pattern is comprised of a plurality of elements 
(131-147 and 149-157). The exemplified fill elements are 
called Stripes, though fill elements may be of a variety of 
shapes. The fill elements are designed to minimize capaci 
tive loading. Also, the Size of the fill elements is limited So 
that Vias and Straps are not overloaded by ground current. In 
a presently preferred embodiment, the Stripes are less than 
about 100 to 1000 microns long, about 1 to 10 microns wide, 
and are spaced about 2.0 to 5.0 microns apart. 
Once the eligible fill areas and an initial fill pattern for a 

metal layer have been determined, the initial fill pattern is 
fitted to the eligible fill areas. FIG. 6 is a diagram illustrating 
the results of fitting the initial fill pattern to the eligible fill 
areas on a metal layer. Metal layer 120 having eligible fill 
areas 122 and 124 is shown. At this stage, the fill pattern 
includes fill elements 135, 138, and 150 and portions of fill 
elements 134, 136, 137, 139, 143, 144, 146, 147, 151, 152, 
153 and 154, all of which coincide with the eligible fill areas 
in the metal layer. Fill elements and portions of fill elements 
from the initial fill pattern which lie outside the eligible fill 
areas have been deleted from the fitted fill pattern. 
The next step is to check the fill pattern for compliance 

with design rules and edit the pattern accordingly. FIG. 7 is 
a diagram illustrating the results of checking and editing the 
fill pattern. Referring now to FIG. 7, the same metal layer 
120 is exemplified as in FIGS. 4-6. The final edited fill 
pattern, consisting of fill elements 135, 136, 137, 138, 146, 
147, 150, 151, and 153, is shown. Each of the fill elements 
in the final fill pattern of FIG. 7 is connected to ground by 
either a via or a strap (not shown). The wires of metal layer 
120 are not shown. Referring between FIGS. 6 and 7, it is 
Seen than Several fill elements or portions of fill elements 
have been removed in the editing. For example, portions 
144, 145, and 154 appear in the fitted fill pattern shown in 
FIG. 6, but not in the final fill pattern shown in FIG. 7. 

Fill elements or portions of fill elements may been edited 
out so as not to be included in the final fill pattern for various 
reasons. One reason may be that the fill element has dimen 
Sions too Small to be implemented in the design. For 
example, if fill element portions 144 and 145 were narrower 
than the enabling technology allowed, they would be edited 
out. Another reason that a fill element or fill element portion 
may be edited out is that no ground contact was found in an 
adjacent metal layer. During the editing, Vias are located to 
connect the fill elements to ground. In Some cases, no ground 
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contact mat be available to ground a fill element. It may be 
desired that such ungrounded fill elements be removed from 
the final fill pattern. In one embodiment,...the location of 
ungrounded fill elements are Stored in a separate cell from 
the location of grounded fill elements when the data for a 
metal layer is stored back into overflow memory after 
completing design of a metal layer. 
AS mentioned, Vias and Straps are located during the 

editing Step. The type and position of the Vias are also 
determined at this time. Vias may each have one or more 
contacts between the elements (or element and ground wire) 
they are connecting. While the ViaS may by located any 
where in a croSS area between elements to be connected, it 
is preferable that they be located away from the edges of the 
elements. Also, uniform localization may speed the design 
proceSS. 

FIG. 8 is a diagram showing a via connecting two fill 
elements located in adjacent metal layers in accordance with 
an embodiment of the present invention. Fill element 160 is 
located in a first metal layer. Fill element 162 is located in 
an adjacent metal layer. A via 164 is located to connect fill 
elements 160 and 162. As uniform localization may speed 
the design proceSS, via 164 may be located in the lower left 
corner of the cross area defined by the intersection of the fill 
elements (160 and 162), for example. One of fill elements 
160 or 162 must be connected to ground by a via or strap 
(not shown). 

FIG. 9 is a perspective diagram showing various permu 
tations of connecting grounded fill elements within three 
metal layers of a chip in accordance with an embodiment of 
the present invention. A metal layer 170 is shown. There is 
an upper adjacent metal 172 and a lower adjacent metal 174. 
On metal layer 170, four fill elements (176, 178, 180, and 
182).are shown. Metal layer 172 contains ground wire 184 
and fill element 196. Metal layer 174 contains ground wire 
190 and fill element 202. Fill element 176 is connected to 
ground wire 184 by via 186. Fill element 177 is connected 
to fill element 176 by strap 179. Ground wire 184 may also 
ground other fill elements, for example by connection with 
via 188. Fill element 178 is connected to ground wire 190 by 
via 192. As before, ground wire 190 may also ground other 
fill elements, for example by connection with via 194. Fill 
element 180 is connected to grounded fill element 196 by via 
198. Grounded fill element 196 is in turn connected to 
another ground area by via 200. 

Fill element 182 is connected to grounded fill element 202 
by via 204. Grounded fill element 202 is in turn connected 
to another ground area by via 206. 
Any of the grounded fill elements (176, 177, 178, 180, 

182) shown on metal 170 may be used as a ground contact 
to ground fill elements on adjacent metal layers. For 
example, via 208 may ground a fill element (not shown) on 
upper adjacent metal 172. 

Fill elements are connected So that no loops are created. 
Thus, only one via or Strap connects any one fill element to 
ground. 

It will be appreciated that grounded fill elements, in 
conjunction with ground wires and vias, as shown in FIG. 9 
will form a network within the integrated circuit. The 
presence of the fill metal by itself is beneficial during 
polishing of the metal layers. The grounded network is 
beneficial in reducing noise within the integrated circuit. 

It is important to limit the size of grounded fill elements. 
If the grounded fill elements are too large, they will add 
undue capacitive loading to the integrated circuit. By lim 
iting the size of the grounded fill elements, Such loading 
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8 
effects can be minimized. FIG. 10 is a diagram showing 
preferred dimensions relating to fill elements according to a 
embodiment of the present invention. Metal layer 210 hav 
ing wires 212 and 214 is shown. Two fill elements (216,218) 
are also shown along with the ends of two additional fill 
elements (220, 222). In the preferred embodiment shown, 
the fill elements comprise Stripes which are no greater than 
two microns wide and no greater than about 1000 microns 
long. For Such sized Stripes, the Stripes are 4 microns apart, 
both side-to-side and end-to end and each Stripe is at least 5 
microns from any wire. It will be appreciated that the 
dimensions described may be varied in accordance with the 
invention. 

Since it is expected that chip feature Sizes will continue to 
become Smaller, in one referred embodiment there is a 
spacing of less than five microns between any two fill 
elements. 

In order to accomplish the design of the present invention 
for a large Scale integrated circuit, the proper CAD tools 
must be assembled. FIG. 11 is a block diagram showing the 
functional components of a CAD System for locating a fill 
element in a Selected metal layer of an integrated circuit 
having multiple metal layers, and for locating a via con 
necting Said fill element to a ground contact in an adjacent 
metal layer according to a presently preferred embodiment 
of the invention. 
The CAD system 230 includes an overflow memory 232, 

which may consist of disc memory or other media Storing 
that is not available to a central processing unit (CPU) 
without first loading the data into other memory. The over 
flow memory Stores memory cells for each metal layer. A 
cell is a unit of data which can contain a whole design or a 
portion of a design. A cell may contain an instance-of 
another cell. Data Stored for-each metal layer may include: 
location of conductors, location of ground wires, location of 
eligible fill areas, location of ungrounded fill elements, 
location of grounded fill elements, and location of Vias and 
Straps. It will be appreciated that the organization of data in 
the memory cells may vary within the Scope of this inven 
tion. However, the data should be organized So as to allow 
the minimum amount of necessary data to be loaded into 
active memory at a time when it is needed, without loading 
the active memory with data which is not required at that 
time. For example, when attempting to locate Vias to 
grounds areas in an adjacent metal layer, the active memory 
needs to contain the location of both ground wires and 
grounded fill elements in the adjacent area. The active 
memory does not need to contain the location of the con 
ductive wires in the adjacent metal layer, though. 
The CAD system 230 also includes an active memory 

234, which is readily accessible by the CPU. The active 
memory contains only needed data at any particular time. 
Because the active memory 234 contains only essential data, 
designing grounded fill elements for a large-scale integrated 
circuit according to this invention may be accomplished in 
a reasonable amount of time. Without restricting the contents 
of the active memory to essential data, limitations of active 
memory size and CPU Speed would render Such designing 
impractical for at least two reasons. First, processing the 
amount of data and number of computations required to 
design grounded fill elements is only possible to accomplish 
in a reasonable amount of time using Standard computers if 
only the minimum data Set is used at any time. Extra data, 
at the minimum, extends run times for processing Steps and, 
at the worst, makes processing StepS impossible. Second, by 
restricting the contents of active memory to immediately 
necessary data, it is easy to periodically Store processed data 
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into overflow memory for later use. This can result in large 
time Savings in the event of a program crash during a 
processing step. 
As an example, before the determination of the eligible fill 

areas for a Selected metal layer, the only data required to be 
in active memory is the location of the conductors and 
ground wires of the Selected metal layer. After Such 
determination, the data on the location of the conductors and 
ground wires of the Selected metal layer is Stored into 
overflow memory, as is the newly produced data on the 
eligible fill areas. 
AS another example, before running the skill program that 

designs grounded fill elements for a Selected metal layer, the 
data in active memory comprises the eligible fill areas for the 
Selected metal and the ground areas (ground wires and 
grounded fill elements) in the adjacent metal or metals. 
Again, after running the program the original data is Stored 
into overflow memory as is the newly produced data. 
A memory controller 236 controls the transfer of data 

between the overflow memory 232 and the active memory 
234. The memory controller 236 may be computer code 
which automatically transferS data, a set of System com 
mands to be controlled by an operator, or a combination of 
the two. The memory controller ensures that, at any time, the 
required data (and no more) is in active memory 234 while 
the rest of the design data is in overflow memory 232. 

The CAD system 230 also comprises an eligible fill area 
finder 238. The eligible fill area finder 238 may be a 
commercially available computer program Such as Dracula. 
The eligible fill area finder is capable of determining eligible 
fill areas on a metal layer having its conductors and other 
wires laid out. For each metal layer, the eligible fill area 
finder identifies the eligible fill areas and Saves that data into 
a cell. 
The CAD system 230 also comprises a ground area finder 

239. The ground area finder identifies where ground wires 
are located in each metal layer, and Stores that data into a 
cell. 

The CAD system 230 further comprises a skill program 
240 which, given eligible fill areas for a selected metal layer 
and ground areas in adjacent metals, will locate fill elements 
within the Selected metal and Vias grounding the fill ele 
mentS. 

The skill program 240, in turn, is comprised of Several 
routines for performing the Steps in locating and grounding 
fill elements. A fill pattern creator 242 creates an initial fill. 
pattern for the selected metal layer. A fill pattern fitter 244 
fits the initial fill pattern to the eligible fill areas. Commer 
cially available programs such as DIVA, available from 
Cadence, may perform some of the functions of the fill 
pattern fitter 244. A cross area finder 248 attempts to find a 
croSS area for each fill element and a ground areas on an 
adjacent metal layer. A via locator 250 locates a vias in the 
croSS areas in order to ground the fill elements. A fill pattern 
checker 246 checks and edits the fill pattern. The fill pattern 
checker 246 may provide functions Such as designating fill 
elements for which croSS areas cannot be found and parti 
tioning Such fill elements in a memory cell Separate form 
grounded fill elements, deleting fill elements or portions of 
fill elements from the final fill pattern, and ensuring that 
design rules are followed. 

Together, the components of CAD system 230 allow an 
operator to design grounded fill elements into an integrated 
circuit. The input to the CAD system is the circuit design of 
the chip, including the design of each metal layer. The output 
is an augmented chip design including a network of 
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10 
grounded fill elements. No modification of the chip fabri 
cation process is needed for chips having the augmented 
design. However, chips with the augmented design have 
Superior performance because of reduced noise within the 
integrated circuit. 

In one aspect, the invention comprises a method for 
designing grounded fill in an integrated circuit, where the 
integrated circuit has multiple metal layers. The method 
employs a-computer-aided design (CAD) system having a 
fixed amount of memory. The method comprises: 

(a) finding the eligible fill areas for each metal layer; 
(b) storing the eligible fill area data for each metal layer 

in an overflow memory; 
(c) finding ground contact areas for each metal layer; 
(d) storing the ground contact area data for each metal 

layer in an overflow memory; 
(e) temporarily Storing the eligible fill area data for a 

Selected metal layer and the ground contact area data 
for the metal layers adjacent to Said Selected metal layer 
in Said fixed amount of memory; 

(f) fitting a fill pattern to an eligible fill area in Said 
Selected metal layer, Said fill pattern composed of at 
least one element; 

(g) checking said adjacent metal layers for a ground 
contact where Said element of the fill pattern may be 
grounded; 

(h) locating a conductive via between said element of the 
fill pattern and a ground contact in an adjacent layer; 
and 

(i) repeating steps (e) through (h) for each metal layer. 
The method may further comprise Saving data represent 

ing the element and the via locations in Said overflow 
memory after Step (h). 

Preferably, an attempt to locate the via to a ground contact 
in the upper adjacent layer is made before attempting to 
locate the via to a ground contact in the lower adjacent layer. 
The ground contact may be a ground wire or a grounded 

fill element. 
The elements of the fill pattern may comprise parallel 

Stripes. The ends of the parallel Strips are preferably not 
aligned. The fill pattern may comprise less than 30% of the 
eligible fill area. 

In another aspect, the invention comprises a computer 
aided design (CAD) system for locating a fill element in a 
Selected metal layer of an integrated circuit having multiple 
metal layers. The CAD system is able to locate a via 
connecting the fill element to a ground contact in an adjacent 
metal layer. The CAD System comprises a fixed amount of 
active memory for Storing a cell representing a fill pattern for 
Said Selected metal layer and for Storing cells representing 
ground contact areas in the metal layers adjacent to Said 
Selected metal layer. The System also comprises an overflow 
memory for Storing cells not stored in Said fixed amount of 
memory. Such a System optimizes usage of active memory 
and allows the designing of fill elements into a large-scale 
integrated circuit. 
The CAD system may further comprising an eligible fill 

area finder and a ground area finder. 
Other components of the CAD system may include a fill 

pattern creator, where the fill pattern creator creates an initial 
fill pattern for Said Selected metal layer, a fill pattern fitter, 
where the fill pattern fitter creates a fitted fill pattern by 
fitting Said initial fill pattern to an eligible fill area, where the 
fitted fill pattern comprises at least one element; a croSS area 
finder, where the croSS area finder finds a croSS area between 
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Said fill element and a ground contact in an adjacent metal 
layer; and a via locator, where the via locator locates a via 
between the fill element and the ground contact. 

The CAD system may further comprise a fill pattern 
checker, where fill pattern checker checks and edits the. 
fitted fill pattern. 
The CAD system may further comprise a memory 

controller, where the memory controller moves cells 
between the fixed amount of memory and the overflow 
memory. 

In another aspect, the invention comprises a method for 
designing a grounded fill element in an integrated circuit 
where the integrated circuit has multiple metal layers. The 
method employs a computer-aided design (CAD) system 
having a fixed amount of memory. The method comprises: 

(a) finding an eligible fill area in a Selected metal layer; 
(b) fitting a fill pattern to said eligible fill area, said fill 

pattern composed of at least one element; 
(c) checking adjacent metal layers for a ground contact 
where Said element of the fill pattern may be grounded; 
and 

(d) locating a conductive via between said element of the 
fill pattern and a ground contact in an adjacent layer. 

The method may further comprising repeating steps (a) 
through (d) for each metal layer. 

In another aspect, the invention comprises a method for 
designing grounded fill in an integrated circuit where the 
integrated circuit has multiple metal layers. The method 
employs a computer-aided design (CAD) system having a 
fixed amount of memory. The method comprises: 

(a) finding the eligible fill areas in each metal layer; 
(b) storing the eligible fill area data for each metal. layer 

in an overflow memory; 
(c) finding ground contact areas in each metal layer; 
(d) Storing the ground contact area data for each metal 

layer in an overflow memory; 
(e) temporarily storing the eligible fill area data and the 

ground contact area data for a Selected metal layer in 
Said fixed amount of memory; 

(f) fitting a fill pattern to an eligible fill area in said 
Selected metal layer, Said fill pattern composed of at 
least one element; 

(g) checking said ground contact area data for a ground 
contact where Said element of the fill pattern may be 
grounded; and 

(h) locating a conductive Strap between said element of 
the fill pattern and a ground contact in Said metal layer. 

The method may further comprise repeating steps (e) 
through (h) for each metal layer. 

In another aspect, the invention comprises an integrated 
circuit having a plurality of metal layerS Separated by a 
plurality of insulating layers. The integrated circuit com 
prises a pair of conductors on a first metal layer; at least one 
conductive fill element disposed between the conductors, 
and a via connecting Said the fill element to a ground contact 
on a metal layer adjacent to the first metal layer. The via is 
formed of a conductive material. 

In the integrated circuit, the fill element may comprise a 
first Stripe. The ground contact may comprise a Second 
Stripe, where the Second Stripe is oriented perpendicularly to 
the first stripe. 

Fill elements may be included in all regions of the metal 
layers exceeding 2500 Square microns not having a conduc 
tor or a ground wire. 

Vias may be composed of a metal Selected from the group 
consisting of copper, aluminum alloy or tungsten. 
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12 
If the integrated circuit is comprised of at least two fill 

elements, there may be a spacing of less than five microns 
between the two fill elements. 

Preferably, the stripes are less than two microns wide and 
less than about 1000 microns in length. 

In another aspect, the invention comprises a method for 
designing a fill element in an integrated circuit where the 
integrated circuit has multiple metal layers. The method 
comprises finding an eligible fill area in a metal layer of the 
integrated circuit, fitting a fill pattern to the eligible fill area, 
where the fill pattern is composed of at least one element; 
checking adjacent metal layerS for a ground contact where 
the element of the fill pattern may be grounded; and locating 
a conductive via connecting the element of the fill pattern 
and the ground contact in an adjacent layer. 

Preferably, an attempt to locate the via to a ground contact 
in the upper adjacent layer is made before attempting to 
locate the via to a ground contact in the lower adjacent layer. 
The ground contact may a ground wire or a grounded fill 

element. 
The elements of the fill pattern may comprise parallel 

stripes and the fill pattern may comprise less than 30% of the 
eligible fill area. 

In another aspect, the invention comprises a program 
Storage device readable by a machine. The device tangibly 
embodies a program of instructions readable by the machine 
to perform a method for designing a fill element in an 
integrated circuit, where the integrated circuit has multiple 
metal layers. The method comprises: 

finding an eligible fill area in a metal layer of the 
integrated circuit; 

fitting a fill pattern to the eligible fill area, Said fill pattern 
composed of at least one element; 

checking adjacent metal layers for a ground contact where 
the element of the fill pattern may be grounded; and 

locating a conductive via between the element of the fill 
pattern and a ground contact in an adjacent layer. 

In another aspect, the invention comprises an integrated 
circuit having a plurality of metal layerS Separated by a 
plurality of insulating layers. The integrated circuit com 
prises a pair of conductors on a first metal layer; at least two 
conductive fill elements disposed between the conductors, 
and a Strap between Said two conductive fill elements, Said 
Strap formed of a conductive material. 

It should be noted that the figures herein are for illustra 
tive purposes, are not necessarily drawn to Scale. When 
dimension or Spatial orientation is critical, it is So noted in 
the written description. 

It should also be noted that, while fill elements may 
sometimes be referred to as “fill metal,” the present inven 
tion may potentially be employed with materials other than 
metals. For example, if technologies eventually allow, 
grounded fill elements may be composed of conductive 
plastics or other conductive materials. 
While embodiments and applications of this invention 

have been shown and described, it would be apparent to 
those skilled in the art having the benefit of this disclosure 
that many more modifications than mentioned above are 
possible without departing from the inventive concepts 
herein. The invention, therefore, is not to be restricted except 
in the Spirit of the appended claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method for designing grounded fill in an integrated 

circuit, Said integrated circuit having multiple metal layers, 
the method employing a computer-aided design (CAD) 
System having a fixed amount of memory, the method 
comprising: 
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(a) finding the eligible fill areas for each metal layer; 
(b) storing the eligible fill area data for each metal layer 

in an overflow memory; 
(c) finding ground contact areas for each metal layer; 
(d) Storing the ground contact area data for each metal 

layer in an overflow memory; 
(e) temporarily storing the eligible fill area data for a 

Selected metal layer and the ground contact area data 
for the metal layers adjacent to Said Selected metal layer 
in Said fixed amount of memory; 

(f) fitting a fill pattern to an eligible fill area in said 
Selected metal layer, Said fill pattern composed of at 
least one element; 

(g) checking Said adjacent metal layers for a ground 
contact for grounding Said element of the fill pattern; 

(h) locating a conductive via between said element of the 
fill pattern and a ground contact in an adjacent layer; 
and 

(i) repeating steps (e) through (h) for each metal layer. 
2. The method of claim 1, further comprising: 
Saving data representing the element and the via locations 

in said overflow memory after step (h). 
3. The method of claim 1, in which said locating a via 

comprises attempting to locate locating the via connected to 
a ground contact in the upper adjacent layer before attempt 
ing to locate the via connected to ground contact in the lower 
adjacent layer. 

4. The method of claim 1, where the ground contact is a 
ground wire. 

5. The method of claim 1, where the ground contact is a 
grounded fill element. 
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6. The method of claim 1, where the elements of the fill 

pattern comprise parallel Stripes. 
7. The method of claim 1, where the fill pattern comprises 

less than 30% of the each eligible fill area. 
8. A method for designing grounded fill in an integrated 

circuit, Said integrated circuit having multiple metal layers, 
the method employing a computer-aided design (CAD) 
System having a fixed amount of memory, the method 
comprising: 

(a) finding the eligible fill areas in each metal layer; 
(b) storing the eligible fill area data for each metal layer 

in an overflow memory; 
(c) finding ground contact areas in each metal layer; 
(d) storing the ground contact area data for each metal 

layer in an overflow memory; 
(e) temporarily Storing the eligible fill area data and the 

ground contact area data for a Selected metal layer in 
Said fixed amount of memory; 

(f) fitting a fill pattern to an eligible fill area in Said 
Selected metal layer, Said fill pattern composed of at 
least one element; 

(g) checking said ground contact area data for a ground 
contact for grounding Said element of the fill pattern; 

(h) locating a conductive Strap between said element of 
the fill pattern and a ground contact in Said metal layer. 

9. The method of claim 8, further comprising: 
repeating steps (e) through (h) for each metal layer. 

k k k k k 
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